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tion, may rank with the contemporaneous ballad poetry of
other nations , where unwritten, they approximate to common
oral tradition The written genealogies, where they do not
ascend to fabulous periods, are doubtless correct in the mam
In matters of less strictness even, the bards themselves, though
they admit a certain laxity, assert their material accuracy
The following is their canon
Without fiction there will be a want of flavour,
But too much fiction is the house of sorrow
Fiction should be used in that degree
That salt is used to flavour flour
And in another couplet they assert that—
As a large belly shows comfort to exist,
As rivers show that brooks exist,
As rain shows that heat has existed,
So songs show that events have happened
There is one subject, at least, upon which bardic testimony
cannot be impugned—the subject, we mean, of manners and
customs , and without contending for what is extravagant, we
may remark that the bards, e\en if by an operation the very
reverse of that which is performed by amber,1 have enshrined
in the rude casket of their tradition much of that for which
history is more especially valuable Fielding, in vindicating
the use and dignity of the style of writing in which he excelled,
against the loftier pretensions of professed historians, said that
in their productions nothing was true but the names and
dates, whereas in his everything was true but the names
and dates ' If so,' remarked Hazlitt, ' he has the advantage
on his side *
The bardic song, with all its virtues and its vices, its modi-
cum of truth, and its far larger mass of worthlessness, is now
1 * Family tradition and genealogical history, upon which much of
' Sir Everard's discourse turned, is the very reverse of amber, which,
'itself a valuable substance, usually includes flies, straws, and other
' trifles, whereas these studies, being themselves very insignificant
' and trifling, do nevertheless serve to perpetuate a great deal of what is
'rare and valuable in ancient manners, and to record many curious
' and minute facts, which could have been preserved and conveyed
'through no other medium.'—Waverley, chap iv

